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Foreword
In	advance	of	the	Governor’s	2011	Summit	on	Education,	I	am	pleased	to	present	this	report,	
Rising to Greatness: An Imperative for Improving Iowa’s Schools, to the people of Iowa. When 
I	first	came	to	Iowa	in	January	2011,	Governor	Branstad	gave	me	a	bold,	perhaps	even	audacious,	goal	
as	his	State	Director	of	Education:	Do what it takes to return Iowa to first in the nation, if not first in 







We must honor the tremendous work of those who came before us, who put in place the strong 
foundations	on	which	we	now	build.	While	it	is	important	not	to	overly	romanticize	the	past,	it	is	
important	to	note	that	Iowa	has	a	tradition	of	excellence	in	education	arguably	unmatched	by	any	







caring, talented people. There is tremendous capacity in this state from which to build.
So,	Iowa’s	schools	are	good,	but	are	they	great?	The	future	of	our	schools,	if	not	our	state	and	even	our	nation,	will	depend	on	our	
collective	willingness	to	engage	in	the	hard	work	necessary	to	make	dramatic	improvements	to	education—to have our schools rise 





















Jason E. Glass, Ed.D. 
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Introduction
Other states and countries are surpassing Iowa.
In	the	early	1990s,	the	Cold	War	ended,	Back	to	the	Future	III	was	in	theaters,	and	Iowa	led	the	
nation	in	reading	and	mathematics.	Times	have	changed.	A	decade	into	the	21st	century,	Iowa	has	
conceded its place at the top. During the past 20 years, achievement trends illustrate Iowa’s slide 
from	a	national	leader	in	PK-12	education	to	a	national	average―sometimes	below	average―
performer	as	other	states	(and	nations)	have	accelerated	past	the	state.	
Is Iowa up to the challenge?
Iowa	students’	futures	are	at	risk.	Collectively,	Iowa	students	are	not	hitting	the	mark	in	
mathematics	and	reading	competency.	Sure,	Iowa	has	its	share	of	super-achievers.	But	the	mass	
of Iowa students—not just underprivileged or minority students, but many of the majority white, 
relatively	affluent	students	as	well—are	falling	short	of	what	is	needed	to	attain	quality	jobs,	
growing	incomes,	and	secure	livelihoods	in	today’s	globally	competitive	world.	
The	world	has	moved	beyond	the	industrial	age	and	information	age	and is now in the innovation 
age. students must be armed not only with knowledge, but also with skills and insights needed 
to	critically	analyze	and	innovate.	The	pressing	problems	and	grand	opportunities	the	world	faces	
require	that	many	more	people	contribute	as	innovators	and	problem	solvers,	not	order	takers	
and implementers. Innovators will prosper. order takers will stagnate. The days of an abundance 
of low-skill jobs have come to an end.





of advanced, accelerated curricula. And they’re gunning for premium jobs anywhere on the 
planet―jobs	that	many	Americans	may	have	come	to	take	for	granted.
To	regain	its	position	as	a	top	education	system	in	the	nation,	Iowa	must	support	the	challenges	of	





Iowa’s schools have achieved great things throughout past decades and have a proud and strong 
foundation.	Certainly,	tearing	the	system	apart	and	starting	anew	is	not	the	answer.	Rather,	the	
state	needs	to	build	from	its	position	of	strength	and	move	decisively	toward	new	goals	with	new	
methods, resources, and standards. This report highlights Iowa’s past accomplishments, reviews 
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A proud past 
Throughout	the	20th	century,	Iowa	built	a	nationally	recognized	school	system	that	consistently	




n A nationally recognized system of Regent Universities and private colleges	originating	in	
the mid 1800s. Today, students come from around the world aspiring for a diploma from an 
Iowa	post-secondary	institution.
n A system of community colleges	established	in	the	1960s	to	provide	more	students	
education	and	training	beyond	high	school.	Iowa’s	community	college	system	provides	
an	important	gateway	into	higher	education	for	some	students	and	also	serves	as	a	key	
workforce development system. 
n Area Education Agencies	(AEAs)	launched	in	the	mid	1970s	to	provide	regional	support	




a policy to provide one laptop to every student.
n The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB)	approved	by	Congress	in	2001.	NCLB	was	signed	into	
law in 2002, holds schools accountable for student achievement levels and imposes 
penalties	for	schools	that	do	not	make	adequate	yearly	progress	(AYP)	toward	meeting	the	
goals	of	NCLB.	Iowa	adopted	accountability	measures	aligned	with	the	goals	of	NCLB.
n The Iowa Teaching Standards	developed	and	adopted	by	the	State	Board	of	Education	in	
2002.	The	Iowa	Standards	for	School	Leaders	followed	in	2008.	These	initiatives	gave	
districts	new,	evidence-based	models	for	quality	teaching	methods.	
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n  enrollment         n Projected	Enrollment
Iowa Public Enrollment




Iowa had an enrollment upswing was 
in	the	1996-97	school	year.	In	the	fall	of	
2010, enrollment shrank in 63 percent of 
Iowa’s	359	school	districts.	Meanwhile,	
several	districts	in	the	greater	Des	Moines	
area and the Cedar Rapids-Iowa City 
corridor	experienced	growth	in	enrollment,	
highlighting	the	population	shift	from	rural	




terms of overall student enrollment growth 
in	Iowa.	Consistent	with	population	growth	
indicated by the 2010 Census, the number 
of	students	attending	public	schools	in	Iowa	
is projected to increase slightly over the 
next	five	years,	growing	by	11,400	students,	
or	2.4	percent.	The	lion’s	share	of	that	
growth will be in metropolitan districts.
IowA STATE PoPULATIoN: 3,046,355
PoPULATIoN ChANgE By CoUNTy: 2000-2010
	SOURCE:	U.S.	Census	Bureau,	2010
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“We	face	an	important	




growing urban and 
suburban districts, as 
well as for shrinking 
rural districts. To 
do that, we must 
be smarter in how 
we manage limited 
resources.”	
Jason E. Glass, Ed.D.
state Director, 
Iowa	Department	of	Education

















children in low-income families compared to middle- or higher-income families. By age 3, children 
from middle-income or higher-income families typically have heard 30 million more words than 






































knowledge, skills, and resources to meet 
students’ varying needs.   
opportunity: 




will become increasingly important.  
Iowa’s educators must sustain high 
expectations	for	all	students,	regardless	
of each student’s background.






using the best thinking of assessment and content specialists, 
education	experts,	and	teachers	from	around	the	nation.
Academic achievement must improve 








assessment remain stagnant as well, and many students who take the test are not ready for 
college	in	all	subject	areas.	Raising	student	achievement	is	crucial	for	Iowa	to	resurrect	its	profile	
as	a	top	education	state.			
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Iowa’s reading progress is stuck in neutral 











knowledge in the world around them. These data must be taken seriously.
NAEP Reading - Grade 4
“It’s	not	so	much	that	
the	quality	of	Iowa’s	
schools is declining. It 
can easily be argued 
that schools in Iowa 
today	are	better	in	
many ways than they 
used to be. The issue is 
that Iowa’s results have 
stagnated, while other 
states and countries 
have done the work 
to	make	dramatic	
improvements to their 
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1Accomodations were not allowed prior to 2000.
*Iowa did not test in 2000.
Iowa’s reading score ranking is 
slipping, not because Iowa schools are 
getting	worse.	Rather,	Iowa	is	losing	
ground	because	many	proficiency	
outcomes have stagnated while those 
in other states have surged. The 
chart on the following page shows 
the	change	in	NAEP	scale	scores	from	
2003	to	2009	for	all	50	states	and	
the District of Columbia in fourth-
grade reading. Iowa students’ scores 
decreased by two scale-score points 
over this period.
NAEP Reading - Grade 4
1992 2009 Change
Average score Iowa 225 221 -4
Average	Score	National	Public 215 220 +5
Number of states 
Significantly	Higher
0 13 -13
%	States	Significantly	Higher 0% 27% -27%
2011  |  RIsINg To gReATNess 9





















































Change In NAEP Reading Scale Scores
grade 4 - 2003 to 2009
The evidence 
is clear. 
Across all indices, 
Iowa’s reading skills 
progress is lackluster 
while several other 
states are catching up 
and moving forward. 
These low levels 
of improvement 
are unacceptable 
if Iowa is to regain 
preeminence as a 
high-performing 
school system.





























is given in every public school and 
most private schools in Iowa. 
Both	the	ITBS	and	NAEP	show	little	
change in achievement levels since 






at the intermediate level or above, 
has	changed	just	over	1	percent	(1.3)	
during the past nine-year period.  
27 31 30 31 30 33 26 31 40 34
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students’ achievement in all subjects.   
Highly	effective	educators	must	be	able	
to determine students’ strengths and 
challenges and be able to successfully 
support each child using evidence-based 
practices	and	professional	judgment.
Flat-Line Achievement in ITBS grade 4 Reading 
All Iowa students
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percent over nine years.
NAEP Mathematics - grade 8
NAEP Mathematics - grade 8
1992 2009 Change
Average score Iowa 283 284 +1
Average	Score	National	Public 267 282 +15
Number of states 
Significantly	Higher 0 15 -15
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*Accommodations were not allowed prior to 2000.
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Flat-Line Achievement in ITBS grade 8 Mathematics 
All Iowa students




2011  |  RIsINg To gReATNess 13
This map shows the states that 
have higher percentages of 
eighth-grade students enrolled in 
higher-level	mathematics	courses	
than Iowa. students in only three 
states recorded lower enrollment 





eighth-grade students in Colorado, 
Massachusetts,	Utah,	Maryland,	
and California reported enrollment 
in Algebra I or another higher-level 
mathematics	course.
Focal state/jurisdiction
Has a higher percentage than the focal state/jurisdiction
Is not signiﬁcantly diﬀerent from the focal state/jurisdiction
Has a lower percentage than the focal state/jurisdiction
Sample size is insuﬃcient to provide a reliable estimate
NOTE: DoDEA=Department of Defense Education Activity (overseas and domestic schools).
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center 
for Education Statistics, National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 2009 
Mathematics Assessment.
Mathematics, Grade 8
Comparison of the percent of students taking Algebra I or other higher-level 


















































results puts Iowa students’ futures at 
risk. This is especially true for Iowa, as 
the state’s economy is so heavily based 
on science, technology, engineering, and 
mathematics	(STEM)	related	fields	such	
as	agriculture,	agribusiness,	finance,	
insurance, advanced manufacturing, and 
biosciences. As a result of so few Iowa 






To solve long-standing problems 







fair assessments will be necessary to 
monitor progress and reliably measure 
students’ academic growth.
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The majority of Iowa students are underperforming
Some Iowans attribute Iowa’s sluggish education performance as a result of the state’s growing minority and economically-disadvantaged 
student population. however, that assumption is wrong. While Iowa demographics are changing—becoming more diverse, economically 




NOTE: DoDEA=Department of Defense Education Activity (overseas and domestic schools).
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center 
for Education Statistics, National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 2009
 Mathematics Assessment.
Reading, Grade 4

















































Has a higher average scale score then the focal state/jurisdiction
Is not signiﬁcantly diﬀerent from the focal state/jurisdiction
Has a lower average scale score then the focal state/jurisdiction




percent of the fourth-grade students 
assessed in Iowa were non-poor white 
students. The average score for these 
students falls below scores for similar 




When the assessment scores for 













The underperformance of white 
students, who make up the majority of 
students in Iowa, is persistent across 
socioeconomic status and geography.  
These	data	suggest	that	no	location,	not	
the city schools nor the rural schools, 
are singularly at fault for the lack of 





addressing diverse student needs, all 
Iowa students will have an increased 
opportunity to be prepared for future 




to community stakeholders to ensure 
a shared vision for successful school 
improvement. 
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the homogeneity of the students tested in Iowa and the fact that that it is mostly college-bound 
students who take the ACT in Iowa, as opposed to some other states where all students take the 
ACT.		Iowa’s	ACT	composite	score	average	was	22.2	for	the	graduating	class	of	2010.		
Average ACT Composite Scores
The ACT test assesses 
high school students’ 
general	educational	
development and their 




2010 ACT results are disaggregated by race, Iowa’s white students have a composite score of 
22.5,	similar	to	that	of	the	nation’s	white	students	(22.3),	and	less	than	the	one-point	difference	
between	all	Iowa	students	and	the	national	average. Iowa’s white students score about the same 
as other white students across the nation on the ACT.
Average	test	scores	are	also	influenced	by	the	percentage	of	students	tested.	Almost	half	(47	
percent)	of	2010	graduates	in	the	nation	took	the	ACT	for	an	average	composite	score	of	21.0.	Six	
states tested 100 percent of their graduates in 2010, with an average composite score of 20.0. In 
2010,	the	largest	district	in	Iowa,	Des	Moines	Independent,	required	all	seniors	to	take	the	ACT.	
The	percentage	of	Iowa’s	graduates	taking	the	ACT	was	relatively	steady	from	1998	through	2007,	
























2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010
 Iowa  Nation
Graduating Class
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Impact: 
Students	are	not	adequately	prepared,	
inspired, or connected for post-secondary 
success	or	opportunities.	As	a	result,	not	
all students possess the knowledge, skills, 
and	experiences	necessary	for	success	in	




benchmarks for all students, not only 
those who are college-bound, will be 
an important step toward improving 
student preparedness. 
Another important indicator is the percentage of students who are ready for post-secondary 
course	work.	The	ACT	reports	on	the	percent	of	students	meeting	college-ready	benchmark	
scores	in	each	of	the	four	subjects	assessed	(English,	mathematics,	reading,	and	science),	as	
depicted in this chart:
In 2010, 30 percent of the Iowa students taking the ACT met all four benchmarks. The percent of 








Forty percent of Iowa students do not take the ACT. The students who do take ACT are primarily 
bound for a four-year college or university.
Percent of ACT Test Takers College-Ready
Iowa Nation
2005 2010 2005 2010
Students	Meeting	All	Four	ACT	Benchmark	Scores 26% 30% 21% 24%
College	English	Composition	(ACT	English	Score	18) 77% 77% 68% 66%
College	Algebra	(ACT	Mathematics	Score	22) 48% 51% 41% 43%
College	Reading	(ACT	Reading	Score	21) 59% 61% 51% 52%
College	Biology	(ACT	Science	Score	24) 34% 37% 26% 29%
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Race, poverty, and disability 
performance gaps: 






Disability status was the strongest predictor, minority status was second followed by poverty 
status	(Grinstead,	2011).	Similar	gaps	exist	in	other	states.	In	Iowa,	the	space	between	these	gaps	







ITBS 4th grade Reading Results: Percent	Proficient	By	Socioeconomic	Status








the performance of 
subgroups of students, 
especially subgroups 
classified	by	race/
ethnicity, disability, or 
socioeconomic status.
81.8 84.7 83.0 85.5 83.5
87.0 84.4 87.8 86.2
62.9 64.6 61.6
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ITBS 8th grade Mathematics Results: Percent	Proficient	By	
socioeconomic status






ITBS 4th grade Reading Results: Percent	Proficient	By	Race/Ethnicity
For every 10 white 
students, eight are 
scoring	proficient.	
For every 10 Hispanic 
students	about	six	are	
scoring	proficient.	And,	
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Jason E. Glass, Ed.D.
State	Director,	Iowa	Department	of	Education
NAEP 2009 Reading Grade 4 Percent at Basic or Above: Gap 












































































































NAEP 2009 Mathematics Grade 8 Percent at Basic or Above: Gap between 












































































































NAEP 2009 Reading grade 4 Percent at Basic 
or Above: gap between students with No 
Disabilities	and	Students	with	Disabilities
NAEP 2009 Mathematics grade 8 Percent at 
Basic or Above: gap between students with No 
Disabilities	and	Students	with	Disabilities
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Achievement gaps next steps
Since	the	historic	publication	of	The	Coleman	Report	in	1966,	Equality of Educational Opportunity, 
schools have been working to close achievement gaps between middle-income, white students 
and racial, socioeconomic, and disability groups.

















segments of Iowa’s students will be 
deprived of the skills and knowledge 
they need to compete in an increasingly 
global economy. Thus, Iowa’s inability 
to close achievement gaps becomes not 
just	an	educational	challenge,	but	also	
a concern for the long-term economic 
vitality of the state.
opportunity: 
Increasing	attention	and	supports	
toward underperforming student 
groups must be a priority to begin 
closing achievement gaps. This 
requires	that	every	classroom	
be	staffed	with	a	highly	effective	
educator who has the tools to 
actively	engage,	motivate,	and	
instruct his/her students. Iowa must 
attract,	prepare,	support,	and	retain	
highly	effective	educators.
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Iowa vs. the world:
Is Iowa good enough? Not yet. 










candidates for the highly-valued technology, engineering, health care, and research jobs 
needed	to	advance	a	country’s	standard	of	living	and	quality	of	life.	In	ranking	the	percentage	
of advanced students, Iowa was listed behind France, Norway, Ireland, and Russia, but above 
spain and Latvia.  
on all measures reported, Iowa ranked below the U.S. national average and below many 
nations internationally. The analysis is but one indicator of how far Iowa must progress to 
produce a world-class workforce that can compete on the global stage.   
The	landmark	education	report,	A Nation at Risk, noted that American students were 
outperformed	on	international	academic	tests	by	students	from	other	industrial	societies	and	
forcefully	condemned	the	“rising	tide	of	mediocrity”	that	was	eroding	the	nation’s	schools,	
stating	that,	“If an unfriendly foreign power had attempted to impose on America, the mediocre 






competitive	workforce.	A	recent	McKinsey	&	Company	report	(2009)	estimates	that closing the 
achievement gap between the U.S. and other nations would generate an estimated $1.3 to 
$2.3 trillion increase in the gross Domestic Product.
Impact: 
The	lack	of	significant	achievement	
gains is likely holding back the Iowa 
economy. every year that passes with 
another	generation	of	Iowa’s	graduates	
underprepared for the global workforce 
is an opportunity lost that can never 









must be boldly encouraged through 
sharing new ideas and insights with 
other educators and stakeholders. This 
means	identifying	new	and	better	ways	
to instruct students than ever before.


































































































































































































Class of 2009: Percentage	of	students	at	advanced	level	in	math	in	
selected	U.S.	states	and	countries	participating	in	PISA	2006.
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College	degree	attainment 
below average














Without a focus on college- and 
career-readiness for all students, 
Iowa	will	continue	to	lag	behind	other	
states in having a highly-educated 







elementary and secondary system with 
the	skills	to	succeed	at	the	next	level.		
In	order	for	Iowa	to	attract	and	retain	
a highly-educated and skilled talent, the 
Iowa	education	system	must	provide	
tools and resources to support a 
world-class workforce.
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U.S. Average = 27.9%
Percent of Population (age 25 or older) with at Least a Bachelor’s Degree



















is here…if state leaders 












and past accomplishments. 









technologies. The state must provide student learning environments that encourage and support progress. It is not enough to know how 
to use computers or mobile apps. students must understand their design and the higher purpose and advancements that technology can 
enable. It is not enough just to read well or speak well or write accurately. students must be taught to persuade and defend and do so 
convincingly.	Those	states	and	countries	that	fail	to	break	through	to	these	new	levels	will	act	in	supporting	roles.	Those	that	succeed	will	
build and own the future.  
To	attain	these	new	competitive	thresholds	will	require	highly effective educators for every student, a clear set of expectations for all 





needed to help its students vigorously compete and prosper in a rapidly-changing world.
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